Dante Is From Mars by LePain, Marc A.
Digital Commons @ Assumption University 
Theology Department Faculty Works Theology Department 
2011 
Dante Is From Mars 
Marc A. LePain 
Assumption College, malepain@assumption.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.assumption.edu/theology-faculty 
 Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons 
Recommended Citation 
LePain, Marc A. "Dante Is From Mars." Who Are We? Old, New, and Timeless Answers from Core Texts: 
Selected Papers from the Fourteenth Annual Conference of the Association for Core Texts and Courses 
Plymouth, Massachusetts April 3-6, 2008. Edited by Robert D. Anderson, Molly Brigid Flynn, and J. Scott 
Lee. University Press of America, 2011. Pages 168-171. 
This Book Chapter is brought to you for free and open access by the Theology Department at Digital Commons @ 
Assumption University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theology Department Faculty Works by an authorized 









reflexive	portion	of	his	Comedy.	 Just	what	do	 these	cantos	 teach	us	about	who	Dante	 is	and
who	we	are	as	readers	of	his	Comedy?
As	 Dante	 enters	 the	 heaven	 of	Mars,	 he	 hears	 a	 hymn	 sung	 by	 the	 warriors	 who	 first
appear	as	lights	streaming	from	the	cross	and	whose	singing	holds	him	rapt.	Dante	states	that,
although	he	“could	not	tell	what	hymn	it	was,	I	knew	it	sang	high	praise	since	I	heard	“	‘Rise’
















the	 same	passage	would	hold	 two	different	 and	quite	divergent	meanings	 is	 in	keeping	with
what	 in	 the	Convivio	 Dante	 speaks	 of	 as	 dissimulatio,	 “a	 rhetorical	 figure	 [that	 is]	 highly
praiseworthy	and	even	necessary,	namely	when	the	words	are	addressed	to	one	person	and	the
meaning	to	another”	(III.10.6).1	As	we	shall	see,	Dante’s	account	in	the	Convivio	has	a	bearing
on	 how	 one	 understands	 not	 only	 his	 present	 encounter	 with	 Cacciaguida	 but	 as	 well	 his
Comedy	as	a	whole.
As	Dante	advances	in	the	heaven	of	Mars,	he	beholds	in	the	canto	that	follows	a	fire	like	a
star	 come	 forward	 from	 the	 cross	 to	 greet	 him	 in	 words	 more	 solemn	 because	 they	 are

























Dante	 reports	 that	 the	 light	 added	 to	 his	 first	words	 “things	 that	were	 too	 deep	 to	meet	my
understanding”	(Par.	15.38-39).	[cose,	ch’io	non	lo	‘ntesi,	sì	parlò	profondo].	Yet	soon	enough













“great	 volume”	 he	 has	 been	 reading	 is	 a	 metaphor	 for	 the	 immutable	 decrees	 of	 Divine
Providence,	a	metaphor	based	on	the	Book	of	Life	spoken	of	in	Revelation	12.1.
As	 with	 the	 voices	 singing	 “	 ‘resurgi’	 e	 ‘vinci’	 ”	 upon	 Dante’s	 entering	 Mars,	 his
ancestor’s	 first	 intelligible	 words	 may	 hold	 another	 meaning.	 After	 Dante	 reports	 hearing
things	too	deep	for	him	to	understand,	the	“three	and	one”	his	ancestor	blesses	and	the	“great
volume”	he	has	read	may	refer	not	only	 to	 the	Trinity	and	 to	God’s	Book	of	Life	but	also	 to
Dante’s	Comedy	itself.	Dante’s	poem,	one	work	divided	into	three	canticles,	is	indeed	“three
and	 one,”	 and	 it	 shows	 favor	 to	 Dante	 in	 bringing	 him	 from	 the	 dark	 wood	 thus	 far	 to	 the
heaven	of	Mars.	The	“great	volume”	his	ancestor	has	been	reading	is	the	book	that	traces	the
journey	 up	 to	 this	 point,	 the	 book	 wherein	 the	 author	 has	 ordered	 everything	 aright,	 where
“black	and	white	are	never	changed.”
Dante’s	 as	 yet	 unnamed	 ancestor	 is	 thus	 a	 character	 within	 the	 very	 book	 he	 has	 been
reading	who	plays	his	own	part	in	his	descendant’s	“great	volume	.	.	.	three	and	one.”	Who	is







[“O	 fronda	mia	 in	 che	 io	 compiacemmi	 pur	 aspettando,	 io	 fui	 la	 tua	 radice”].	 The	 greeting
incorporates	words	first	found	in	Isaiah	42.1	and	spoken	by	the	heavenly	voice	at	the	Baptism
























Florence	 in	 earlier	 times.	 Cacciaguida’s	 reply,	 which	 he	 gives	 “not	 in	 modern	 speech,”
occupies	 the	 greater	 part	 of	 Canto	 16,	 from	 lines	 34	 to	 154,	 and	 is	 delivered	 without
interruption.	 After	 a	 convoluted	 account	 of	 the	 date	 of	 his	 birth	 couched	 in	 astronomical
calculations	(assumed	to	be	A.D.	1091),	Cacciaguida	goes	on	to	speak	of	his	life	as	a	warrior
in	 the	Crusades	and	 to	give	a	glowing	account	of	 the	good	old	days	of	Florence	by	contrast
with	the	bad	days	of	Dante’s	own	time.	There	is	just	enough	time	elapsed	between	the	two	kin
to	make	the	contrast	stand	out	to	good	effect	for	Dante’s	purpose.
At	 the	 beginning	 of	Canto	 17,	Beatrice	 encourages	Dante	 to	make	 known	 “the	 flame	 of
[your]	 desire”	 (Par.	 17.7-8).	 [la	 vampa/	 del	 tuo	 disio].	 Dante	 thereupon	 voices	 his	 third
request:	 to	 know	 of	 his	 fortune	 in	 days	 to	 come.	 Cacciaguida,	 “hidden	 yet	 revealed”	 (Par.
17.36)	 [chiuso	 e	 parvente]	 replies	 “in	 clear	 and	 precise	 words”	 (Par.	 17.34)	 [per	 chiare
parole	e	con	preciso]	what	Dante	will	undergo	in	the	course	of	his	exile	from	Florence,	urging
him	to	be	“a	party	unto	himself.”	Before	Cacciaguida	has	finished	 telling	of	Dante’s	fortune,



















Dante	 chose	 to	 reveal	 his	 offspring’s	 destiny	 is	 not	 only	 well	 chosen	 but	 is	 indeed	 rightly
named,	for	he	is	literally	the	“guide	of	the	hunt.”
As	I	have	argued	elsewhere,	the	Greyhound	that	will	come	to	hunt	the	she-wolf	back	into
hell,	 according	 to	 Virgil’s	 prophecy	 in	 Inferno	 1.100-111,	 may	 be	 Dante’s	 poem	 itself.4
Cacciaguida,	who	reveals	to	Dante	his	poetic	mission	at	the	heart	of	Paradiso,	is	the	guide	to































I	 end	by	noting	 that	 the	 Italian	addition	 to	 the	beatitude	 the	pilgrim	hears	 in	Purgatorio
15.39	–	“Godi,	 tu	que	vinci!”	–	 is	an	abridgement	 in	 the	singular	of	what	Jesus	states	 in	 the
Sermon	on	 the	Mount	 as	 the	 confirmation	of	 all	 the	 beatitudes:	 “Blessed	 are	 you	when	men
revile	 you	 and	 persecute	 you	 and	 utter	 all	 kinds	 of	 evil	 against	 you	 falsely	 on	my	 account.
Rejoice	and	be	glad,	for	your	reward	in	heaven	is	great”	(Matthew	5.11-12).
Christ’s	 blessing	 of	 the	 persecuted	 is	 absent	 from	 the	 beatitudes	 Dante	 hears	 on	 the
terraces	of	Purgatorio.	Though	he	will	suffer	exile	from	Florence,	the	poet	of	the	Comedy	will
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